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ABSTRACT

Private ambulance providers have increased their pressure to take over medical transport in
many communities, including Bangor, Maine. With the pressure of privatization, organizations are faced
with satisfying the changing needs and expectations of their customers. This requiresthe comparison of
services provided to those services wanted. Services desired by the customer must be analyzed, to
determine the availability of resources to provide those services. The problem this created for the
Bangor Fire department was that no database existed from which to draw thisinformation.

The purpose of this research project was to determineif the Bangor Fire Department would
benefit from developing and indtituting a customer service program. A descriptive research methodology

was utilized to answer the following research questions.

1. What methods are used by fire and EM S services to evaluate and obtain customer
feedback?

2. What isthe anticipated cost of indtituting a customer service program?

3. What isthe minimum leve of service that the customer expects from the fire
department?

4. What programs are currently available that promote customer satisfaction that may be

beneficid for the Bangor Fire department?

The research included areview of published literature, an Internet search for related articles,
and arandom EM S customer service survey.

Severd results from the research suggested that the customers of the Bangor Fire Department



are currently satisfied with the services they receive. Results of the survey indicated the cusomer’s
highest priorities are quick response and technicaly competent personnel that respond to their
emergencies.

Based on the research conducted, it was recommended that fire departments become aware of
the benefits of a customer service program. That programs begin with one aspect of service and expand
to include the other services offered by the organization. It was also recommended that ajoint labor and
management committee be involved in developing a strategic customer service program for the

implementation process.
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INTRODUCTION

One hdlmark of thefire service has aways been a strong sense of heritage, continuity, and
commitment. Frefighters have been ahighly visble part of their communities, receiving praise and
support from their citizens as they perform duties no other group could. Traditiondly, the fire service
provides aforce to eiminate damage by extinguishing fires. That limited scope of operations has been
expanded through the years to include emergency medica calls, hazardous materia response, technica
rescue calls, and about any other “emergency” a citizen may experience or request the fire department’s
assigtance. Thefirefightersin Bangor, Maine are no different.

The needs and expectations of the citizens in the communities we serve are changing. This
requires the fire service to constantly compare the list of services provided, to those services desired.
Thislist of services desired by the cusomer must be andyzed, to determine the availability of resources
to provide the desired level of services. The problem this created for the Bangor Fire Department was
that no database existed from which to draw.

The purpose of this research project was to determineif the Bangor Fire Department would
benefit from developing and indituting a customer service program. A descriptive research methodol ogy

was utilized to answer the following research questions.

1. What methods are used by fire and EM S services to evauate and obtain customer
feedback?
2. What isthe anticipated cogt of indituting a customer service program?

3. What isthe minimum level of service that the customer expects from thefire



department?
4. What programs are currently available that promote customer satisfaction that may be

beneficid for the Bangor Fire department?

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

The Bangor Fire department has along tradition of dedicated service to the community dating
back to 1814, when the residents raised fifty dollars for their firgt fire sation. In the mid 1960's the
Bangor Fire Department (See the organizationa chart, Appendix A) began providing Emergency
Medicd services (EMS) to the community. In those early days Bangor Fire not only treated and
trangported al emergency patientsin the city, but was the sole provider of al
inter-facility and non emergency transport services as well. Bangor Fire Department remained afull
sarvice provider running three ambulances until 1978. Then, they dropped to a single ambulance and
turned over dl inter-fadility transports to Medic Ambulance, aloca for- profit ambulance company, and
concentrated their efforts in emergency prehospital care and transport.

In 1989 a second private ambulance company, Capitd Ambulance, gppeared in the City of
Bangor. Within acouple of years they were the only private ambulance service remaining within
the community. The change in private ambulance providers did not result in any perceived changesin the
arrangements or services from the viewpoint of the Bangor Fire Department.
Capitd Ambulance smply assumed dl the inter-facility and non emergency transport business that the
two companies had previoudy competitively shared.

Bangor Fire Department’ s arrangement to provide only an emergency care and transport



service continued in effect until the State of Maine introduced its ambitious managed hedth care planin
June of 1996. The stat€’ s plan encouraged dl the full service providers of prehospita care

and trangport to enter a contractua agreement for reimbursement with the managed care insurance
companies.

In recent years, the Bangor Fire Department had undertaken several stepsto insure
improvementsin their delivery of EMS. Service had improved from providing a basic life support (BLS)
service to providing an advanced life support (ALS) program with paramedics on each
rescue/ambulance. Then asthe quality of the EMS services increased, so did the quantity of EMS calls.
Thisresulted in an expangon from one to three rescue unitsin less than two years. This expansion has
dlowed the dtrategic placement of arescue unit a each of the three fire stations, which has reduced the
citywide response times.

Maine' s EMS providers have discovered the profound impact that managed care can have
upon the unprepared provider of prehospital care and medica transport. Under the state’ s managed
care plan, the contracted provider negotiates a per capitarate to be paid periodicaly for the delivery of
prehospital services. The contracted ambulance service no longer charges for each transport but is paid
adtipulated dollar amount determined by the insurance company to cover the
cost of providing careto their clients. The state’' s request for proposal (RFP) encouraged the insurers to
obtain contracts with the full service providers of both prehospita care and trangport, which in effect
could preclude many public fire service organizations from involvement in the
process. In response to the state’ s plan, the Bangor Fire Department added a fourth rescue and

expanded ther services to include both inter-facility and non emergency transport.



While the adminigrators of the Bangor Fire Department were working through the
inevitable changes that this expanded role required, the loca private for profit ambulance company
submitted a proposd directly to the city manager and city council. Capital Ambulance Service wanted
to take over al patient trangports within the greaster Bangor area. They suggested that the fire
department continue to provide an emergency firs response EM S service by responding with their ALS
engine companies. Under their plan, Bangor Fire would assess the patient initiating care and upon
Capitd’sarriva turn the patient over to them for additiona care and trangport. This aggressive Strategy
that the private ambulance company proposed would have jeopardized Bangor'sEM S divison. This
could have trandated into the dimination of 16 positions and three rescues units.

With the support of the city council, Bangor Fire rejected Capita’ s proposa, and the number of
EMS cdlsfor Bangor's services grew dramaticdly. This negatively affected Capitad Ambulance and in
May of 1998, Eastern Maine Medica Center (EMMC) purchased Capita with the intent of
resurrecting Capitd’ s previous proposa of assuming al medica transports within the region. The
Bangor Fire Department’s EM S division was again threatened.

Over the years, the residents have continued their support of the fire department by providing
the department the tools, equipment, and facilities that the firefighters need to continue their efforts to
save lives and protect property. This support had alowed the department to expand their servicesin a
continual effort of exceeding their community’ s assumed expectations. The department was now
embroiled in avoldtile controversy, which required the administrators to develop a method that would
identify their customers and evauate their perceptions of Bangor Fire Department’'s EM S services.

This research project addressed the issue of determining the appropriate stepsto an effective



customer service drategy, an issue andyzed in the Advanced Leadership Issuesin Emergency Medica
Services course (module 3), at the Nationd Fire Academy. Faced with the perceived impact that
EMMC's proposa would bring, the Bangor Fire Department needed to develop amethod to determine
customer satisfaction. This paradigm shift would require the development of a strategy that would solicit
their customer’ s responses regarding their services. It is anticipated that the resolution strategy
developed for the Bangor Fire Department’ s administrators could be generdized for gpplication in other

departments faced with the issue of customer satisfaction.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The data reviewed for this project involved the examination of literature pertaining to the issue of
customer service from three generd subject areas. Firg, literature on customer service was reviewed as
it pertains to the externa customer. This body of articles was examined to obtain insght into the
influence it has on EMS providers. Second, literature on customer satisfaction was reviewed to
determine the potentia impact it has on an organization. Findly, fire service and emergency medica
sarvice literature was reviewed to determine what other jurisdictions had experienced in implementing a
customer service program. This materia was examined to seek guidance from the successes and failures
of other fire-based EM S organizations.

The Influence of Customer Service

In an article taken off the Internet, John T. Salf (December 1997) provided areview on some
customer service facts.

The average business never hears from 96% of its unhappy customers. For every complaint
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received, the company in fact has 26 customers with problems, 6 of which are serious in nature.
Of customers who register a complaint, between 54% and 70% will do business again with the
organization if their complaint is resolved. That figure goes up to an impressive 95% if the

customer fedsthat the complaint was resolved quickly (pp. 1-2).

A halmark of the fire service is a pogtive dtitude among its members toward the ddivery of
sarvice (Holt, 1997). However, dl too often the fire department is taken for granted (Bruno, 1998). Hal
Bruno (1998) suggested that fire service administrators open their eyes.

At atime when gaining taxpayer support is essentid for fire departments, customer serviceisa

way to break through the public gpathy that surrounds most departments. Public opinion polls

show that firefighters and EM S personne are highly respected, but the public isindifferent when

it comes to undergtanding or caring about the problems facing the fire-rescue services (p. 10).

Searviceis one of those terms where it behooves the leedership to question if their organization is
meeting current public expectations (Thorp, May 1997). Ultimately, to define customer service one
mugt first know whet it is that the customer of your community, or protection district, want and need!
(Bramblette, 1997). The fire department can acquire vauable information through conducting
stakeholder research. This research can be designed to solicit information regarding both stakeholder
expectations and satisfaction (Fleming, 1997).

Fire departments are business and we as fire department leaders, must become knowledgeable
inwhat our customers expect of the fire department (Heming, 1997). Customer loyaty develops as

customers fed a connection witha company (Self, November 1997). By improving every aspect of
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how we do business, including the way we communicate and how we present oursaves on the street —
not just how we actudly perform our jobs — can achieve high levels of cusomer stisfaction (Bernier,
1997). After dl, most service companies have the same “ stuff,” it’ sthe service that causes company
differentiation (Self, November 1997).

John T. Sdf (October 1998) explained the concept of servicein this manner:

They don't cdl usthe service industry for no reason. We don't manufacture anything except

service and relaionships. Service companies mugt be in the business of continuoudy training its

employeesto provide that €lusive standard of the product caled service (p. 1).

Customer sarvice may be defined as giving the customer anything they want, anytime they want
it and being nice about it (Bramblette, 1997). Customer service, whether good or bad exists whenever
thereis customer contact or a“moment of truth” (Saf, November 1997). Organizations need to
remember, every sngle contact that a citizen has with aloca government service provides an
opportunity to win a supporter or create an adversary (Haas, 1996). Our future will either be created

by us or created for us (Smith, 1998).

The Impact of Customer Service

Those who bdlieve that customer serviceis only important in the private sector have not yet
accepted the redlity that the private sector is actualy taking over emergency service response in many
communities, in part because of the very attitude (Templeton, 1996). | believe if we expect to survivein
the volatile economic and palitica times, we had better be striving to ddiver a pro-active, high quaity

level of service, which islargely based on the perceived needs of our loca community (Halas, 1996).
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The point is, what the taxpayer thinks about the fire department isimportant (Burkart, 1997).
The only way you can ded with atight-fisted city adminigtration is to have the support of voters who
care as much about fire protection as they do about the schoals, trangportation and police (Bruno,
1998).

Whenever there is competition, keeping the customer satisfied isamust (Bernier, 1997).
The customer’s level of expectation must be satisfied or the experience will be a negetive one (Sf,
May 1998). When people have a choice, treat them well or they will choose someone ese (Bernier,
1997). Remember that not only is the customer dways right, but that the customer aways pays the

freight for your operation (Carter, 1996).

Fred Thorp (July 1997) stated that the fire service must understand that tenacious government
adminigtrators are actively seeking to shift public servicesto commercid interest:

Anytime a bureaucrat can shift expenses off the taxpayer, no matter what the service, thereis

little hegitation. The Fire service mugt be visonary and dynamic in developing a comprehensive

list of servicesto be offered to the community and that list must remain dynamic and growing as

new opportunities develop (pp. 4-5).

According to David Scott (1996), fire-based EM S providers should maintain a constant vigil to
retain their EMS services:

The vaue of EMS to the continuation of the fire service can't be understated. But EMS is

neither a panacea nor a sure thing. Many fire departments have fought or are fighting pitched

battles with private firms that aso want the revenue- generating transport business and they may
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have more political clout (p. 40).

The authors of a collaborative article, Chief Harry Diezel and Cathy Anderson (1996), asked
some rather pointed questions:

What happens when your satisfied customers don’t raly to support the fire department at the

political level when you need them? Worse yet, what happens when your customers are faced

with a choice between department needs and a youth recreational needs? (p. 72).

In times of future budget congtraints, it would be nice to have a group of citizens stand up and

say, “Leave these guys done. They'retoo vauableto cut.” (Diezd, 1996).

The Implementation of Customer Service

Public image is built on whét the fire service produces in qudity service. How and with what
kind of attitude that serviceis provided, is key (Burkart, 1997). If we are genuinely concerned, al we
need do istalk with the people we serve (Burkart, 1997). After dl, the customer service approach can
be the sdlvation of the fire-rescue service, which these days need dl the public support it can muster
(Bruno, 1998).

Good business practices include basic public relaions planning and strategies (Smith, 1998).

Y ou don't have to conduct a comprehensive survey; just select one key service that you'd like to
evaduate and improve (Templeton, 1996). The effective path of leaders and managers must include
forming and promoting avison and a misson which focuses on high quality customer services, ddivered
by well-trained personnel who treat the public with respect, patience, and courtesy (Haas, 1996).

The published results of a survey conducted in Orange County, Forida, indicated that many
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factors influence the customer’ s atitude regarding the service received. Bruce McClendon (1996)
summarized the results of this survey of customers who had dedt with government agencies:
The customers wanted quick service; knowledgeable employees with a courteous and
respectful attitude; fair treetment; understandable rules and regulations with consistent
interpretations; trusting, caring, and empathetic service; and employees who demonstrated

ingenuity and cregtiveness in solving their problems (p. 20).

In an article that examined the customer service gpproach used by Phoenix Fire, Chief

Alan Brunacini (1996) suggested building upon the strengths that are inherent to the fire service.
Our grength is, and dways has been, our capability to quickly deliver teams of highly motivated
workers who together do — organized, coordinated, skillful manud labor within arapidly
ghrinking and dynamic window of opportunity. Being custom:centered means that we continue
doing the physicd stuff, while we add (both actudly and symbolicaly) a new customer service

manua in our sysem.

There are some that have voiced warnings that should be considered in the early development
of acustomer service drategy. Change is one verifiable event each of us can count on, dong with
res stance from within the organization (Thorp, November 1997). Fred Thorp pointed out thet the fire
sarvice hasits far share of whiners and winners:

Without any question, the fire service has more than its share of whiners. Whiners are losers,

and whiners are dso in the minority. Winners are firmly entrenched if the idea that quadity service

is the precursor to job security, stakeholder return and investment in the
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community at large (p. 27).
This makesit imperative that the organization’ s administrators make sure the whole team knows that the
gods of the surveys and customer service cards are to improve the team, not to start terminating people
(Willett, 1997).

Commit to customer service (Self, November 1997). Any successful strategy that promotes the
vision of “devotion to service” will require the support of management and employees (Champy, 1995).
This principle of customer service requires the adopting company to: liveit, bregthe it, believeit, and
reward it (Self, November 1997).

Customer service creates loyaty and will bring them back (Sdf, May 1998). John Sdlf (May
1998) suggested a possible answer to the question, how do we begin this?

Y ou do this by establishing measurable standards for your service personnel. Standards make

for consgstency for customers. That makes customers comfortable with your operation, and that

paves the ground for repeat business (p. 2).

Every contact with members of your community should be used to promote a positive image. It
takes along timeto build up a pogtive image but no time a al to tear it down when something negative
happens (Eisner, 1997). Every patient should be given the opportunity to comment on our performance
by mail or by telephone. Just being given the opportunity to respond can improve their perception of our
sarvice, and their suggestions might be quite valuable (Bernier, 1997). Customers who rate their care as
average or below get a persond phone call. They should be interviewed for clues asto how the

department could improve its service (Taigman, 1998).
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In summary, the literature reveded that customer service is undeniably linked to customer
satisfaction. Articles suggested that customer service programs can strengthen our stlanding with the
public. Severd articles suggested that the surviva of an organization, may depend on its ability to adjust
sarvices to reflect the congtantly changing needs of its customers. Orly the organizations that have taken
apro active role in addressing the customer’ s needs can truly count on their continued support. These
same articles expressed concern that without a customer service program in place, many organizations
areinaufficiently informed of their customer’s perceptions. Most articles indicate that overlooking the
customer’ s expectations may jeopardize the ability of the organization to provide emergency services
into the future. Many authors are convinced that the impact of failing to meet customer expectations may
open the door for others who seek to provide the same services.

Inreview of the articles dedling with fire service providers of EMS, many indicate that having a
strategy to address customer serviceis critical. Clearly, most articles express concern that the best way
to maintain positive customer service outcomes was by preventing negative outcomes from ever
occurring. The articles suggested that the most effective programs for customer service are devel oped
utilizing ideas from dl levels within the organization. A consstent theme through dl the articles was the
need for a clear vision, which will provide a guide to action and a reference point from which success

are measured.

PROCEDURES

A review of the literature on customer satisfaction, cusomer service, and related fire based

EMS articles, comprised the first stage of the research procedure. The literature review was conducted
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using a descriptive research methodology. Literature reviews were conducted using the research
facilities a the Univerdty of Maine a Orono, Maine, the Bangor Public Library in Bangor, Maine, the
Maine State Library in Augusta, Maine, and the Learning Resource Center at the National Emergency
Training Center in Emmitsburg, Maryland. Request were also submitted to the Internationa Association
of Fire Chiefs and the International Association of Firefighters EMS divison for articles that related to
customer satisfaction. In addition, severa journd articles and research papers were identified as having
relevance to this paper. The Internet was searched for articles on improving customer service. Further, a
search was conducted of recent articles (within the last four years) in issues of the fire service and
emergency medical service trade journds pertaining to customer service.

The articles identified through the literature search were reviewed and analyzed. Those deemed
pertinent were summarized for inclusion in the literature review section of this paper.

A quality assurance survey was randomly distributed to customers that had used Bangor Fire
Department’' s EM S services. A survey card (See customer service survey card, Appendix B), was sent
with the EM S statement to every customer that had an EM S run number that ended in either 50r 0. Ina
two-month period atota of 180 surveys were distributed with 129 being returned. The results were
tabulated by question and are listed in Appendix D.

Each customer that either included a negative comment or rated their care as average or below
received a persona telephone cal. The cal was used to interview them (See follow-up telephone
interview sheet, Appendix C) for suggestions on how the Bangor Fire Department could improve its

Frvice



18

Limitations

This research project faced severd limitations that affected the outcome. First, the Bangor Fire
Department did not have any method in place to measure customer satisfaction. This shortfal required
the adminigtrators to indtitute the recommended program and to review it every eight weeks to modify
the program as needed.

Since the fire service has along tradition and established method of operation, change comes
dowly. Thiswas identified as the second limiting factor that had to be overcome. A joint labor and
management “EMS committeg” was utilized to addressthisissue.

The third limiting factor resulted from outside politica pressure gpplied to members of the city
council. Adminigtrators from Capitad Ambulance and their owners, EMMC, had united to present the
idea that the Bangor Fire Department be redtricted from advertising or marketing any of their services.
With the city council agreeing to thisides, it restricted the customer service program. customer service
had to be presented as atool of quality assurance and that limited the type of questions that could be
asked and hampered funding.

Definition of terms

Advance Life support (ALS) Specid services designed to provide definitive prehospita

emergency medicd care, including, but not limited to, cardiopulmonary resuscitation, cardiac monitoring,
cardiac defibrillation, advanced airway management, intravenous therapy, administration of specific
drugs and other medicina preparations, and other specific techniques and procedures administered by

authorized personnel.

Basic Life Support (BLS) Emergency lifesaving non-invasive procedures performed by trained
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personnel to stabilize patients who have experienced sudden illness or injury.

Customer Service Any contact, whether active or passive, between a customer and a

company, that causes a negative or positive perception by a customer. The perception will be influenced
to be ether positive or negative by the customer’ s expectations of the contact having been met,
exceeded, or disappointed.

Emergency medicd Services (EMS) A public safety entity charged with ddlivering a public

hedlth service or a combination of emergency medical care and emergency medical transportation,
provided outside the hospitdl.

Reqguest for Proposal (RFP) A concise document outlining the requirements of the local

government and alowing the respondents to propose a system that would meet these requirements, with
cost being one factor anong many.

Work-fair Laborer Individuaswho are required to work for the subsidized benefits (food

stamps, hedlth care, job training, and housing alotments) they receive from the community.

RESULTS

At the onset of this research project, four specific research questions were identified. The results
of the research are organized around those four questions and presented in order:

1. What methods are used by fire and EM S services to evauate and obtain customer

feedback?

The literature suggested that the use of customer service cards and customer service surveys are
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widdy used by both fire and EMS organizations. A congderation presented regarding direct mailings
was that returns are often low and the cost becomes a greater factor. Direct contacts either in person or
by telephone have aso been used in some organizations, however, this requires a subgtantia
commitment of labor resources. Most successful customer service programs do not require an
organization to conduct an in-depth comprehensive survey of their entire operations. It was suggested in

the literature review that an organization select one aspect of its service to evauate and improve.

2. What isthe anticipated cost of indtituting a customer service program?

In answering this question, the research established that there were severd factors that could
influence the anticipated cost of a customer service program. The identified factors included, the type of
program, the scope and magnitude of the program, and the actua cost of administering the program.
There was as0 the issue regarding the city council’s new policy that prohibited the Bangor fire
Department from any advertisng or marketing of our EM S services.

The Bangor Fire Department’s annud budget if funded through the city’ s tax base. Since the
department had not initidly budgeted for anew customer service program, the startup cost was needed
from the genera fund. However, with the city council’s policy it was decided that an dternative source
of funding would be advisable. Thejoint labor and management *EMS Committee’ decided that sharing
both the cost and the results of the survey between the labor union and then city was a viable option.
This cut the cost of the program in half.

To establish the anticipated cost of the customer service program each of the identified

factors needed to be considered. Thefirst item to be considered was the type of customer service
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program. It was decided that the program would take a random customer service survey of those who
had used the Bangor Fire Department’ SEM S service. Thiswould require cards to be printed,
digtributed, and collected. With the card being included with the EM S statement, there was no direct
cost of digtribution other than the |abor of adding the card to the statement’ s envelope. Since the Bangor
Fire Department used ‘work-fair labor’ to stuff envelopes, the labor cost became anon-issue.

The second consideration was the scope and magnitude of the program. Bangor Fire
Department averages 457 EMS calls per month. It was decided that a 20% random customer service
survey be taken of al EMS customers. Based on a minimum order of 2,500 cards, the cost per card
including postage was determined to be $.45.

Since the EM S committee volunteered to review the survey cards received and generate a bi-
monthly report, (See September/October summary of customer service, Appendix D) for both labor
and management to review, there was no direct cost incurred in obtaining the desired data.

The anticipated cost of indtituting the customer service program was determined to be
$1,125.00. With the organized labor union and city sharing the cost, the actual impact was $562.50.

Thistrandated into less than 0.0001% of the annud fire department budget.

3. What isthe minimum leve of service that the customer expects from the fire

department?

The literature review suggested that most customers want quick service rendered by
knowledgeable employees. The results of the random survey (Appendix D) supported this concept.

Those EMS customers that responded to the survey indicated that they expect an EM S service to
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provide a quick response with atechnically competent crew. Thiswas evidenced by the fact that nearly
98% of the survey respondents indicated that these two issues were expectations they had for the
Bangor Fire Department’sEM S service.

In the random survey, 52% indicated that a prompt response was their first concern and
technica competence was their second concern. Thefirst group of customers was united with a second
group congisting of 46% which indicated that technical competence was their primary concern followed

by a quick response.

4. What programs are currently available that promote customer satisfaction that may be
beneficia for the Bangor Fire Department?
Alan Brunacini (1996) presented the following concepts of customer service that may provide
the ideas to answer this question:
Our essentid misson and number one priority isto deliver the best possible service to
our customer.
Always be nice - treat everyone with respect, kindness, patience, and consideration.
Always attempt to execute a standard problem solving outcome: quick, effective,
skillful, safe caring, managed.
Regard everyone as a customer.
Consder how and what you are doing looks to others.
Don't disqudify the customer with your qudifications.

Basic organization behavior must become customer-centered.
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We must continualy improve our customer service performance. (p. iv).
These principles can be studied and implemented into the Bangor Fire Department’ s customer service
plan. Leadership and management classes are readably available through the local colleges, universities,
and the Nationa Fire Academy. A vison of customer satisfaction, with the unified support of the joint
labor and management ‘EMS Committee,” will become a shared vision. The department’ s in-service
education program can be used to provide training in the genera concepts of customer service and to

build an organizationd vision.

DISCUSSION

The literature review established that customer service has been and will remain avita
component of the fire service operation. The only question that remains to be answered wasjust how
involved will eech fire-based provider become? For the Bangor Fire Department, the answer wasfairly
easy. Surviva of the current EMS system and the positions connected with it demands our attention to
satifying the customer through a customer service program. Many communities have a subgtantia
investment in their loca fire department for gpparatus, equipment, personnd, and training. When an
emergency does occur, the citizens call 911 with the anticipation thet the fire department will quickly
respond and professondly handle the emergency at hand. They expect and deserve quality customer
sarvice from their gzable invesment.

This researcher’ s observations concur with the documents reviewed that most fire department

adminigtrators often overlook the possibility of a customer service program. Often the motiveating factor
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to improve customer service results from a series of complaints. The primary cause for concern appears
to be the lack of understanding and shared vison of the possible benefits a structured customer service
program will mean to an organization.

It became apparent from the research process that the Bangor Fire Department would need to
indtitute a customer service program. Department administrators believed through a structured customer
service program the organization would achieve a greater level of support from their satisfied taxpayers.

While the issue of Capita Ambulances's proposa was a great concern to the Bangor Fire
Department, so is the threat posed by adding the politica weight of EMMC, the largest employer in the
county, to that proposal. The fire serviceisinternaly competitive by nature. Promotions, assgnments,
and hiring practices are normally conducted through competitive means. The threat posed by the private
sarvice to diminate Bangor Fires s current role in the locd EM S arena provided anew front. In
answering this chalenge the executive fire adminigrators looked at the principle of competition:

Competition is essentid for improving amost everything we do. It fuesthe drive to attain higher

achievement . . . apaient care sysem without some inherent form of competition will eventualy

become doppy and cardess . . . competition resultsin better patient care. The competition
between services, and between public and private sectors, will ultimately simulate

improvements on al sides (Page, 1994, pp. 7-8).

The Bangor Fire department took the position that including a structured customer service
program is being responsive to the customer’ s needs and will improve their position to respond to the

private service' s proposa. By insuring customer satisfaction, Bangor Fireis not only upgrading to offer
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asuperior service but dso atempting to maintain the EM S revenue stream. This revenueis used to
lessen the burden of the department upon the taxpaying community.

This researcher discovered, as aresult of this research, that the clear vision is one unobstructed
by preconceived ideas and being well informed of the full range of possibilities an issue presents. In
dedling with the issue of customer service the plan must not be cast in stone but must remain flexible and
dlow for a contingent plan to be implemented at a moment’ s notice. Although there has been broad-
based support for the new customer service program, few evidently fully understand the implications
and are willing to commit their full energiesinto the program. Furthermore, as the program develops and
problems are identified, fine tuning will be required to both the attitudes in conflict and the overal

drategic plan.

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study supports fire-based customer service programs as a means to secure the future of the
fire service. This researcher agrees with these facts and recommends the following steps to meet these
objectives.

Organizations should appreciate that with change comes both conflict and resstance from
within. Managers should plan to secure broad-based support from the administrative team and the |abor
force as early as possible. Open communications, necessary training, and educational development
require the support of al key players prior to the implementation of any customer service program. The

time and energy devoted to gaining employee input regarding a customer service program istime well
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gpent, and will result in ashared vison of ownership in the program.

Encourage other fire service organizations to look at their customer service. Look for
opportunities to support your service and its mission by enhancing your vaue to the community through
insuring customer satisfaction with your service. The successes of amilar fire-based customer service
programs should motivate organizations to adopt their own program, before they are pushed into action
from athreat or public outcry of dissatisfaction. The Bangor Fire Department
should continue to review the data from the customer service survey cards and adjust its service delivery
as necessary. Develop a data base that can be utilized to illusgtrate the actud statistics of providing true
customer service. Read the EM S and Fire Service journasto remain current on changing trends and
adjust servicesto meet the needs of the customers. Train al personne to understand how the specific
system utilized by the department will work and prepare the service too integrate with it. Periodicaly
evduate and modify the system through fine tuning, until it is an inseparable part of the organization’s
culture. Expand the program to include the other services offered by the organization.

In conclusion, fire service leaders need to be visonaries. They need to apply credtive
management techniques to the fire department by exploring any new idea or in scrutinizing concepts
proven in the business world for possible adoption into their organization. They key to success of the
fire service organization will be discovered through taking a pro-active approach designed to
mainstream the department. Customer service may be the first concept that should be considered by
many organizations. No adminigtrator should sit back and wait until they are forced to act. They should,
however, research new ideas and concepts that will enable them to ensure the future of thelr fire service

organization by satisfying their customer’s needs.
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Bangor Fire Department’s Survey Card

The CITY OF BANGOR'S FIRE/RESCUE DEPARTMENT wanits to provide the public with the best service posible, In an effort tohelp s
improve, pleasze take a moment Lo rate our recent response of assistance to your call for service, Pleage circle the appropriate response and write a
#1 next to the question that indicates your greatest expectation of cur service and a #2 next toyour second expectation.

How would you rank the courieousness of the 911 Fire Department 4.Dnd the Fire/Rescue Unit asriven a redsonable frme?

Operatar and the o

Yeio Na
Excellnt S W
5. How would you rke;h: d&ulinﬁﬁour ngqé_affrrhp'l.mcc?
2. How would : il e

Excellent n" Civxl Nis

6, Please rate your mlrm:sfwlm Ih} l".#?df ﬁmn{‘s Fire/

3, How would Rescue anm‘tmcq!ti

Excellent Excellent “Good ﬁnpﬁn&mpmﬁm:m

COMMENTS:

Name & Phone # Oplional: St
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Suggestions to the interviewer: Always make sure that you
have the survey card, copy of the run report, and the
interview sheet ready prior to placing the call. Always be
nice! If it is not a convenient time for them . . . try to
establish a better time to call and apologize for the
intrusion. If they ask a question that you are unsure of, tell
you are not certain, but that you will find out and call them
back (be certain to get back to them within 24 hours).
REMEMBER you are representing the department be professional
about it.

Hell o, nmy nane is fromthe
Bangor Fire Department. Qur departnment’s continuing goal is to
provide the public with the best anbul ance/rescue service

possible. I would |ike too thank-you for taking the tinme to
respond and return the blue survey card that was recently sent
to you. If it is a convenient tinme, | would like to ask you a
few foll owup questions that will allow us to continue to

i mprove our service through our quality assurance program

Your response card was forwarded to ne for foll ow up
since you indicated (that needs
i mprovenent)
(in your comments a concern that should be addressed).

NEEDS IMPROVEMENT SECTION

On your response card, you indicated (read the actual gquestion
fromthe card) needs inprovenent. Since we take these
responses seriously and the card does not provide adequate
space for your additional coments, | would like to ask you to
share any suggestions you m ght have.
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COMMENT SECTION

On the response card that you returned you indicated
(read the actual coment made). | want to thank you for
bringing this to our attention and want to insure you that:

| will be looking into this and will get back to
you with some answers (try to call back within
24 hours unless nore tine i s necessary and if
that is the case set a tine to call back with
sone i nformation).

Mai ne EMS protocols require us to transport any
serious nedically unstable patient to the
cl osest nedical facility. To have bypassed

woul d have been a violation of state protocols
and good patient care.

To explain the treatnent rendered | have asked
(have the paramedic
or the medical director on the speaker phone for
this type of comment) to explain the treatnment
and care that was rendered.

| want to thank you for your comment and want
you to know t hat

Again I want to thank you for bringing (this/these)
(issue/issues) to our attention and want to assure you that
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the Bangor Fire Department is committed to improving it’s
service to the community. I appreciate your allowing me to
take some of your time in trying to resolve these concerns by
improving our service to better meet your needs. Please do not
hesitate to call on the Bangor Fire Department’s
ambulance/rescue service should a need arise.

APPENDIX D
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SUMMARY OF CUSTOMER SERVICE CARD SURVEY
(September/October)

The Bangor Fire Department averages 457 EMS calls per month. It was decided that a 20%
random sampling of customers that had used the department’s EM S services would be conducted. This
survey was undertaken to establish a data basdline to determine the levd of customer satisfaction with
the ambulance/rescue divison.

This survey was distributed with the EM S statement to every EMS run number that ended with
either a5 or 0. In atwo month (September/ October) period atotal of 180 surveys were distributed
with 129 or 72% being returned.

The survey asked the participant to rate Bangor’ s recent response or assistance to their call for
savice. Each participant was asked to circle the most appropriate response to 6 specific questions and
to write anumber 1 and a number 2 beside the two questions that indicated their greatest expectations
regarding Bangor Fire Department’ s service. Each question gave the respondents choices to choose
from. Most questions were rated as, excdllent, good, or needs improvement. Results, which were
tabulated by question and listed in a percentage format are presented herein:

1. How would you rank the courteousness of the 911 Fire Department Operator and
the other employees which you had contact?

Out of 129 cards received 124 or 97% of the respondents answered this question.

Excdlent Good Needs |mprovement

RESPONSE  (119) (5) 0)
PERCENT 96% 4%



Graft #1

Graft #1 illustrates that 96% of the respondents ranked the courteousness of the 911 Fire
Department operator as excellent. The remaining 4% of the respondents rated them as good. This
would indicate ahigh leve of customer satisfaction with this aspect of customer service,

2. How would you rank the courteousness of our employees?

Out of 129 cards received 118 or 92% of the respondents answered this question.

Excdlant Good Needs |mprovement
RESPONSE (116) (2 (0)
PERCENT 99% 1%

911 Courteousness

1 d
100
v
80 |
v
80 |
v
40 ]
//
20
o —
Sepl/Oct
|:| Excellant
|:| Good

. Neads Improvement
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Graft #2
Courteousnes of Employees
1 d
100
e
4
80 P
60 1|
e
4
40
L
20 1|
Graft #2 ] showsthe
. a
customer’ sranking of the
courteousness of our Sept/Oct employees. High
marks were once D again noted when
Excellent
99% of the respondents
rated the Bangor Fire ] cood Department
employee's B Neads Improvement courteousness as
excdlent. The remaning 1% of
the respondents ranked them as good.

3. How would you rank the technical competence of our crew?
Out of 129 cards received 124 or 97% of the respondents answered this question.

Excdlent Good Needs |mprovement
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RESPONSE (120) 4 ()]
PERCENT 97% 3%
Graft#3

Technical Competence

/
100 P
=
80 1| |
=
60 | |
4 17
=
20 ]
0 I
Sept/Oct
[] Excellent
[l Good
. Needs Improvement
In graft #3, 97% of the

respondents ranked the technical competence of the EM S ambulance/rescue crew as excellent. The
remaining 3% of the respondents ranked them as good. Thiswas aso the issue sdected by 46% of the
respondents that indicated that technical competence was ther primary concern followed by aquick
response.

4. Did the Fire/Rescue unit arrive in a reasonable time?
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Out of 129 cards received 129 respondents answered this question, this question recelved a
100% response.

Yes No
RESPONSE (129) 0)
PERCENT 100%
Graft #4 Quick Response
y
/1
100 ¥
1
80 N
1
60 N
1
40 N
1
20
n _%li
Sept/Oct
Craft #4 D . illugtretes that
100% of the Yes No respondents fet
thet the ambulancelrescue

units arrived in areasonable time. In the random survey, 52% indicated that a prompt response was
their first concern and that technica competence was their second concern. The importance of thisissue
to the customers was reinforced when it was noted that this was the only question to be answered by
100% of the respondents.

5. How would you rate the cleanliness of our rescue ambulance?

Out of 129 cards received 124 or 97% of the respondents answered this question.

Excdlent Good Needs |mprovement N/A
RESPONSE (117) (5) (1) (1)
PERCENT 95% 4% >1% >1%

Graft #5
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Cleanliness of Rescue

100 —//:

80 —///

g+ |

40 —///

20 +7 |

0 _i
Sept/ Nov

[] Excellent
] Good
. Needs Improvemsnt
B na

Graft #5 illugtrates the customer’ s satisfaction regarding the cleanliness of the ambulance/rescue
units. The results of the question was broken down to show that 95% of the respondents considered the
units excdlent, 4% rated them good, and >1% rated the units as needing improvement.

6. Please rate your overall satisfaction with the City of Bangor’s Fire/Rescue
Department.

Out of 129 cards received 127 or 99% of the respondents answered this question.

Excdlant Good Needs |mprovement
RESPONSE (125) @) (@)
PERCENT 99% >1% >1%

Graft #6
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Customer Satisfaction

100

40
20

NAVAVAVAN

Sepl/Dct

|:| Excellent

[l ooocd

. Needs Improvemant

Graft #6 illugtrates an overal 99% customer satisfaction with the EMS services offered by the
Bangor Fire Department. Since the favorable responses were very high for dl 6 questionsiit
would indicate a high level of customer satisfaction.

Each customer that included a negative comment or rated their care as “ needs improvement”
received a persona phone call. The call was used to conduct afollow-up interview, (See the follow-up
telephone interview sheet, Appendix C) to obtain their suggestions on how the Bangor Fire Department
could improve services to meet their needs and expectations better.

There were two response cards marked with “needs improvement.” These customers were
persondly contacted by the EMS chief for afollow-up interview. The contacted respondent of question
#5 thought that the rescue floor was rather dirty. In checking with the crew for specifics regarding this
cdl it was discovered that this EMS call involved an automobile accident where the vehicle went over
an embankment. The wegther was heavy rains and the crew entered the rescue’ s patient compartment
severd timesfor supplies prior to loading the customer. This resulted in the floor being tracked with
mud. When the customer had this information he quickly recanted his previous response and said
“under the conditions of the weather and muddy bank, perhaps | was a bit hasty in my response.” The
contacted respondent of question #6 though the charge for AL S transport of his wife was excessive.
With a personnel telephone cal and a brief explanation of the department’ s charge structure this
customer was appeased.

There were no negative comments noted on the customer service survey cards received. One
woman questioned why a Bangor ambulance/rescue unit was caled while she was being transported by
Hermon Ambulance. The EMS chief contacted this woman and explained the Maine AL S backup
protocolsto her. She was satisfied that it was a standard procedure that was required by Maine EMS.



Another issue addressed on this customer service survey was to solicit the two greatest
expectations the customer has regarding the Bangor Fire Department’ s ambulance/rescue service. Since
only 69% (89 out of the 129 customer service survey cards received) contained aresponse to this
request, this question as written may be unclear and should be revised in the next series of customer
service survey cards.

Customer Expectations

Graft #7
B0

50
40
30
20
10
0 —

ANEANEANEA N NEAN

A1
1
1
1
1
1

ANEANEANEANEANEAN

Sept/Oct

|:| Time |:| Competenca
. Courteousness . Cleanliness

Graft #7 illugtrates the data collected from the respondents of the customer service survey cards
indicating the customers highest expectations. Most of the EM S customers that responded to the survey
indicated that they expect an EM'S service that provides a quick response with atechnically competent
crew. Thiswas evidenced by the fact that nearly 98% of the survey respondents indicated that these
two issues were ether their first or second expectation they had for the Bangor Fire Department’ SEMS
sarvice.

In the random survey, 52% (46 respondents) indicated that a prompt response was their highest
expectation and technical competence as their second choice. Thisfirst group of customers was united
with a second group consisting of 46% (41 respondents) thet indicated that technical competence was
their primary concern followed by a quick response. One card was recelved that indicated that
courteousness was their highest expectation and another card indicated cleanliness was their first
expectation.
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